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BY J I M  S T EWART 
e w  have done a s  much to shape 
the character of Furman University 
and to propel it to a position of national 
stature as Gordon Williams Blackwell. 
As president of the university from 
1965 to 1976, he forged the vision for what 
Furman would become. John E. Johns, 
Blackwell's successor, once said, "It was 
Furman's good fortune that Gordon arrived 
at a crucial time. In the mid-sixties, Furman 
had a choice: It could either move forward, 
continuing the impetus created by the move 
to the new campus, or it could become 
complacent about its sparkling new facilities 
and its enrollment of more than 1,600 
students. 
"Gordon Blackwell chose to move 
forward." 
Not satisfied for Furman to remain 
simply a good regional college, Blackwell 
challenged everyone associated with 
the school- faculty, administration, staff, 
students, alumni and trustees - to pursue 
"greatness by national standards." And 
through the achievements of his admini­
stration, he demonstrated that the vision 
could indeed become reality. 
While shepherding Furman through 
the turbulence of the late 1960s and the 
financial struggles of the early 1970s, 
Blackwell reorganized and strengthened 
the university's administrative structure 
and increased both the size and quality 
of the faculty. During his tenure Furman 
introduced study abroad opportunities 
and adopted a new curriculum and academic 
calendar- the innovative three-term, 
3-2-3 system- that remain in place today. 
Under his watch, Furman was awarded 
a chapter of Phi Beta Kappa, a long cher­
ished goal, and established the Collegiate 
Educational Service Corps, the award­
winning student volunteer organization that 
has become a signature Furman program. 
Five major buildings were completed, 
including the Herman W. Lay Physical 
Activities Center and the Homozel Mickel 
Daniel Music Building. 
When Gordon Blackwell died January 
26 at the age of 92, the Furman family 
and the surrounding community mourned 
his passing but celebrated the life of 
a scholar, author and educator who made 
lasting contributions to the community, 
the region and the cause of higher educa­
tion. In recounting his achievements 
and lauding his stewardship of Furman 
during a crucial era in the university's 
history, they also emphasized the intangible 
qualities that endeared him to so many: 
his integrity, friendliness, strength 
of character, steady hand, compassion, 
humility and generous spirit. 
Adrienne Whitely Radulovic '73, 
an attorney in Atlanta who served as student 
body president her senior year, described 
Blackwell as "a gentleman scholar with 
a terrific sense of humor, a sweetheart 
of a fellow, an athlete, a commander 
in chief, someone possessed of unlimited 
interest in people and all aspects of life. 
One might disagree with his point of view 
on occasion, but one needed not fear 
expressing an alternative idea to him . . . .  
He was invariably attentive, courteous 
and thoughtful . . .  a treasure of a human 
being." 
GORDON BLACKWELL'S LONG 
relationship with Furman began with his 
father, Benjamin Lewis Blackwell, a Furman 
graduate who obtained a divinity degree 
from Colgate and became a Baptist minister. 
Gordon, who was born in Timmonsville, 
S.C., in 1911, grew up in the Spartanburg 
area and enrolled at Furman in 1928. 
His leadership skills quickly became 
apparent. Captain and No. 1 player on 
the tennis team for three years, he was also 
editor of the literary magazine, the Echo, 
and president of several student organiza­
tions. Graduating summa cum laude 
in 1932, he was selected to Quaternion, 
the select men's honorary society, and 
received the Bradshaw-Feaster Medal 
for General Excellence. 
Blackwell once said that his strongest 
influences at Furman were two legendary 
professors, Alfred Taylor Odell (English) 
and Delbert H. Gilpatrick (history). Odell 
helped him improve his writing and modeled 
such traits as openness, courage and humor. 
Gilpatrick, Blackwell said, "taught me how 
to engage in critical thinking and to approach 
issues in a rational manner." 
Choosing to pursue an academic career, 
Blackwell earned a master's degree from 
the University of North Carolina and a Ph.D. 
from Harvard. He returned to Furman in 
1937 and served as professor and chair 
in the sociology department for four years 
before joining the faculty at North Carolina. 
During his early years as a sociologist, 
Blackwell worked on a number of federal 
and academic projects that required exten­
sive research and one-on-one interviews. 
He would later apply the skills he honed 
during these projects- talking, listening, 
analyzing and absorbing all sides of an issue 
- to his administrative style. 
After two years with the Office of 
Civilian Defense during World War II, 
he returned to the sociology department at 
North Carolina and eventually was named 
a Kenan Professor, the most prestigious 
rank bestowed by the university. In 1957 
he became chancellor of the Woman's 
College of the University of North Carolina 
at Greensboro, a position he held for three 
and one-half years. 
Under Blackwell's direction the 
Woman's College instituted programs 
in nursing education and medical technology 
and launched its first Ph.D. program. During 
the same period the Greensboro community 
experienced the nation's first lunch-counter 
sit-ins by college students. At one point 
three students from the Woman's College 
joined African-Americans from North 
Carolina A&T in sit-ins that threatened 
to spark race riots in the city. Blackwell 
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staunchly defended the students' right 
to engage in peaceful protest and served 
as a mediator in negotiations that ultimately 
led to integration within the next year. 
In 1960, Blackwell moved on to the 
presidency of Florida State, where a similar 
situation soon occurred: Florida State 
students joined their peers from Florida 
A&M in protesting discrimination in rest­
aurants. Again, Blackwell's mediation skills 
helped prevent violence and eventually 
led to peaceful integration. 
His years at Florida State were also 
marked by great progress, as enrollment 
increased from 9,000 to 12,000 and the uni­
versity's budget nearly doubled. But when 
John Plyler announced his plans to retire 
from Furman in 1964 and Blackwell was 
approached about the opening, he found the 
idea of moving from a large state university 
to a small liberal arts college appealing. 
"Basically it was a decision to spend 
the rest of my career seeing what I could 
do leading in a good liberal arts college 
under church auspices," he told Furman 
Magazine in 1976. "I felt that such 
a situation could offer a kind of quality 
education with emphasis upon the individual, 
which is difficult in a large university. 
I knew that Furman was a very good college 
on a beautiful new campus. The idea 
of being a part of its next era of development 
challenged me. 
"I know that ministers feel a call to a 
particular church. I suppose in some way 
I also felt a call to return to Furman." 
Before he would assume the presidency 
of his alma mater, however, Blackwell 
insisted that the university integrate its 
student body- a position that was not 
popular with the majority of South Carolina 
Baptists. But Furman's board of trustees, 
chaired by J. Wilbert Wood, agreed and 
revised the university's recruitment policy 
to allow admission of all qualified students 
without regard to race. Opposition from 
the Baptist convention nearly caused the 
trustees to waver in their resolve, but thanks 
to Blackwell's determined stance and 
an impassioned plea from academic dean 
Francis Bonner, the board held firm. 
On February 2, 1965, Gordon W. 
Blackwell took office as president of Furman 
-the same day that Joe Vaughn enrolled 
as the university's first African-American 
undergraduate. Furman became the first 
private college in South Carolina to 
integrate. 
As CURRENT FURMAN PRESIDENT 
David Shi said at Blackwell's memorial 
service January 30, "The university 
Dr. Blackwell inherited had been positioned 
for prominence by John Plyler, and Gordon 
seized full advantage of the opportunities 
enabled by his remarkable predecessor." 
There is no question that Furman's move 
to its present campus, engineered by Plyler, 
served as the catalyst for the university's 
transformation from a primarily regional 
institution to one of the leading liberal 
arts colleges in the country. 
The facts and figures demonstrate 
that Blackwell was the right man to lead 
Furman on its new course. Aside from 
the advancements in academic and student 
programming, enrollment increased by 
58 percent and endowment by 147 percent. 
The full-time faculty doubled in size; grant 
support grew by 171 percent and student 
financial aid by 291 percent. 
But his legacy is much more pervasive 
than mere statistics can attest. His openness 
in confronting controversial issues and 
willingness to share and discuss his concerns 
with the university's constituencies were 
hallmarks of his administration. As he said 
at the time of his retirement, "While it is 
probably easier to administer in a much less 
open manner, I believe that decisions will 
be better and the institution as a whole will 
benefit through a policy of openness." 
Although Blackwell championed 
Furman's status as a church-related college, 
he was a forceful advocate for academic 
freedom and made it known that, in his 
mind, the university's role should be 
"educational, not evangelical." At his 
inauguration in April 1965, he said, 
"Baptists, no less than others, deserve 
higher education which is characterized 
by academic excellence. I believe this kind 
of education thrives best in an atmosphere 
which is permeated by Christian influences. 
But Furman University's function as a liberal 
arts college should never be confused with 
that of a seminary or a church. A clear 
division of responsibilities among us is 
essential." 
In the late 1960s, during a period 
of student unrest, Blackwell maintained 
open lines of communication with Furman's 
"radicals," even when they disagreed about 
the proper course for the university. The 
students who led protests about such issues 
as compulsory chapel and a controversial 
speaker policy have, through the years, 
commented admiringly about Blackwell's 
willingness to hear them out. Even more 
telling, though, was that despite frequent 
criticism from those both on campus and 
off who were outraged by the students' 
behavior, Blackwell passionately and 
consistently defended their right to dissent. 
Students always had priority on the 
Blackwell schedule. He frequently met 
with student leaders to discuss campus 
issues, and his informal "fireside chats" 
served as freewheeling forums in which 
students could fire away with questions 
and comments. He and his wife, Elizabeth, 
opened their home to student groups 
on many occasions. The Blackwells 
would quickly put everyone at ease with 
their cheerful nature, remarkable ability 
to remember names and details about 
students' lives, and their obvious enjoyment 
of each other. 
Blackwell also knew that symbolic 
actions could make powerful statements. 
In the mid-1960s, after years of battling 
with the South Carolina Baptist Convention 
about the propriety of dancing, Furman held 
its first officially sanctioned dance on 
campus. No doubt Blackwell shocked 
a significant portion of Baptists- and 
impressed Furman students - when he 
and Lib were the first couple to hit the dance 
floor. Betty Alverson, longtime director 
of the student center, mentioned the incident 
in her remarks at the memorial service, 
recalling how The Greenville News ' report 
stated that "The Furman president danced, 
fire licking at his feet." Later, she said, 
Blackwell told her, "It was a lot of fun­
and I didn't even feel singed." 
In short, through his words and deeds, 
he worked to eliminate any perceived barrier 
between students and administration. For 
confirmation, consult the comments sub­
mitted to the Furman Web site shortly after 
his death (www.furman.edu/blackwell). 
Note how many people focused not so much 
on the way he ran the university but on how 
he made them feel, and how he often went 
out of his way to ensure that they were 
treated fairly- and received the best that 
Furman had to offer. 
After retiring from Furman in 1976, 
Blackwell remained active as a member 
of corporate and civic boards and particu­
larly as a consultant to colleges, foundations 
and educational commissions. He and Lib 
shared many good times with friends and 
family- four children and a host of 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren­
until her death in 2000. In late 2001 he 
married Jean Hollingsworth, with whom 
he also enjoyed much happiness. 
THERE IS LITTLE QUESTION THAT 
today's Furman- nationally recognized 
for its beauty, academic strength and 
engaged learning programs- would not 
have been possible without the inspired 
Gordon Blackwell was a gifted writer who published more than 50 articles and 
six books. This excerpt from 'The True Measure of Growth ," his convocation 
address at Furman on September 22, 1970, provides a glimpse of his vision 
for higher education and of an ideal that applies just as much to Furman 
today as it did during his presidency. 
The college which is experiencing true growth has an exciting faculty of men 
and women to whom teaching the young and seeking knowledge are the most 
important activities and goals in life. Such a college attracts and holds really gifted 
students, who go on to become society's leaders and bring renown to its name; 
it possesses the resources that allow it to be truly distinguished in the r ichness 
and comprehensiveness of its program. 
A great college, then , one that is experiencing these kinds of inner growth , 
is a cluster of tough-minded albeit humane and talented teachers, gifted students 
and demanding, high-level academic programs. It develops leaders in many walks 
of life. Such a college is hard to get into, harder to stay in, and hardest of all to 
leave in possession of a degree. It surrounds the student with every sort of 
intellectual challenge. It has a level of expectation that is constantly so high that 
it can be achieved only with great effort. It is made up of many and various worlds 
- of art, of science, of letters. Its concerns are as broad as human life itself. 
In some ways , such a college provides little in the way of comfort either 
to those who call her alma mater or to society in general. It turns up disturbing 
facts and challenging ideas. It breeds unpopular attitudes. It is filled with people 
who express many points of view; yet as an institution it has no politics. In short, 
a genuine college demonstrates the free play of the mind - of many minds -
and such intellectual fertility and vital ity are always disturbing to many. 
An important measure of growth for Furman is the degree to which we strive 
to increase intellectual curiosity, the ability of minds, and the sensitivity of human 
hearts, transmitting an eagerness to enrich the lives of young and old alike. This 
we do by spreading a magnificent table of cultural and intellectual possibilities 
before the student. 
As Furman grows . . .  we should be as one in our determination to build the 
inner edifice which will vital ize that growth. The balance which we can achieve 
between the outward and inward symbols of our quality, as well as the extent to 
which we can achieve a degree of community within the college, will be significant 
factors in the true measure of our growth. 
leadership of Gordon Blackwell. In David 
Shi's words, "Whatever the issue, whatever 
the project, Gordon Blackwell insisted that 
the university adopt academic excellence 
as its standard. 
"Excellence by national standards 
is a demanding goal; it is not for the timid 
or the parochial. It requires intense commit­
ment and concentration, difficult decisions 
and substantial new resources. As Dr. 
Blackwell once declared, 'Excellence in 
education is expensive. The only thing 
more costly is poor education.' 
"Over the years, President Blackwell's 
academic stature and passion for liberal 
learning led numerous colleges to award 
him honorary degrees and prompted national 
organizations to invite him to join their 
boards. Yet it was Furman that always 
remained the focus of his attention, service 
and loyalty. 
"This university proudly bears the 
stamp of Dr. Blackwell's exceptional 
accomplishments and pristine character. 
He personified the best of Furman. He was 
an eloquent, learned and inspiring leader 
who helped elevate our sense of what 
Furman could become. 
"Our responsibility is to help the 
university realize that potential." 
Gordon Blackwell is survived by his wife, 
Jean Hollingsworth Blackwell; two sons, 
Gordon L. Blackwell '60 and his wife, 
Cecilia Watson Blackwell '62, and Randolph 
W Blackwell '63; two daughters and sons­
in-law, Blair Blackwell Cooper (M.A. '73) 
and her husband, Pete, and Amelia 
Blackwell Yarborough and her husband, 
Dan; 12 grandchildren; and 10 great­
grandchildren. 
Memorials: Furman University Library 
Atrium (named for Gordon and Elizabeth 
Blackwell) or the Blackwell-Rice Scholar­
ship Program, Furman University, 3300 
Poinsett Hwy. , Greenville, S.C. 29613. 
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